
An introduction into the Abhidharma study 
 

23.1 LECTURE 1 

Introductory lecture 

a/ Three systems of teaching in Buddhism: 

1/ Vinaya, based on the conventional truth (samvutti 世俗諦) and taught in accordance with the 

transgressions (yatha apatti 如犯). 

2/ Sutta, based on both conventional and highest truth, taught to lead those who listen to the 
penetration of the highest reality (yatha anuloma 如順). 

3/ Abhidhamma, based on the highest truth (paramattha 勝 義 諦 ), taught in accordance with the 

real phenomena of the experience of sentient beings， in accordance with facts (yatha dhamma 

如法, yatha vastu 如事). 

The aim of the Buddhist teachings is one; the liberation from suffering. 

It is done by wisdom. (panna 智慧, sampajanna 正智, vipassana 觀 etc.). 

Wisdom is a process as anything beings experience in the world. (see The Path of Purification, 
pannabhuumi, or Sakkapanhaasutta, D.N.) 
As opposed to the vinaya and sutta teachings, the Abhidhamma teachings and the sutta teachings 
in the commentaries based on the Abhidhamma materials, attempt to systematize the whole of 
Buddhism. 
At present we have three systems of the Buddhist Abhidharma teachings available for study: 
Theravada in Pali and Sarvastivada and Yogacara in Sanskrit, translated into Chinese and 
Tibetan, more or less complete. 
The first two systems are purely analytical, they emphasize the attainment of awakening of 
listeners (shraavakabodhi), based on the agamas. 
The Yogacara Abhidharma is linked to the attainment of awakening of the Bodhisattvas, based on 
the philosophy of transcendental wisdom sutras. They teach that; Real phenomena exist only in 
the conventional truth, not in the highest truth. Since the Bodhisattvas see the conventional 
phenomena as a mere shadow, he has no fear [of transmigration]. (see for example 大智度論). 

Thus in the Yogacara abhidharma the phenomena (dharmas) are only illusionary, temporary 
established (假安立, see chap. 6 in the Sandhinirmocanasutra ), All the dharmas are taught  as 

skillful means only, in order to abandon the attachment to the self. (see the Compendium of 
abhidharma, Abhidharmasamuccaya). 
The object of realization of the disciples (shravakas) are the four noble truth, while the object of 
realization of the Bodhisattvas has no established truth (非安立諦), because without it the liberation 

from all signs (nimitta 相) and grossness (daushtulyam 粗重) connected with the omniscience in all 

aspects (sarvakarasarvajnata 一 切 種 智 ) belonging to the supreme realization 

(anuttarasamyaksambodhi 無上真菩提) becomes impossible (see shrutamayabhumi 聞所成地 and 

bodhisattvabhumi of the yogacarabhumishastra 瑜珈師地論). 

In the Theravada Abhidhamma system there are four highest realities, namely forms, mind, mental 
factors and nibbana (see Abhidhammatthasamggaha). The difference between the highest worldly 
and the supermundane reality is often not clearly distinguished. 
As to the Sarvastivada and Yogacara, we get five realities, preceding four plus the formations not 
linked to the mind (cittaviprayuktasamskaara 心 不 相 應 行 ). However, they are often taught as 

means for the realization of selflessness only (see for example Vasubandhu’s 
Pancaskanndhaprakarana etc.) 



For our purpose it is especially important to understand the Yogacaara abhidharma as a kind of 
transition between the so called “Hiinayana” abhidharma approach based on analyses of the real 
selfless phenomena in our experience and the “Mahayana” abhidharma emphasizing a direct 
intuition into the one truth, the truth of cessation 滅諦 based on the practice of what can be called a 

diffuse attention with no particular object at all. (see for example: Takakusu. Buddhist Philosophy) 
In this sense the dharmas in the Yogacara Abhidharma system are to be directly experienced just 
as in the so called lower systems explaining the path to the realization of disciples. 
The Abhidharrmakosha 俱舍論 teaches that there cannot be any skillful means for the abandoning 

of defilements without the analysis of the dharmas (see A.K. chapter 1: dharmapravicayaantarena 
naasti upaaya kleshaprahaanayaa) and the Yogacara system links the study and the realization of 
the selfless dharmas to the study of suchness (tathata 真 如 ), being the only reality in the 

conventional as well as in the highest reality. 
Thus, the defilements in the highest reality do not arise, while in the conventional reality all is just a 
mental distortion(viparyasa 顛倒)。 The highest reality is said to neutralize all defilements just like 

a mantra can neutralize all snake poison (see for example; Kamalashila 蓮戒. 廣釋菩提心). 

No matter what system of Buddhist philosophy we study, the Yogacara understanding of our 
worldly experience is very useful for penetrating the Buddhist wisdom. 
All the systematizations of the sutra materials that the Abhidharma teachings attempt to convey 
make sense, when the Yogacara approach to our experience is adopted. 
The mind here becomes the content of all our experiences (覺義)， as there cannot be any reality 

without the mind. The awakening to the mind is the process of realization, while not understanding 
the mind is the process of ignorance (不覺義)。 

In all the Abhidharma systems the process of differentiations starts with attention（manasikara 作
意 ）， which literary means making the object in the mind. That is why attention must always be 

there, when there is something to differentiate. 
From the perspective of the Yogacarins, the differentiation is done by the seven evolving 

consciousnesses(pravrttivijnans 轉識) , which are the functional aspects of the mind 心用， while 

the basic consciousness （alaya 阿啦耶）, explaining the continuity of the impermanent mind and 

thus the samsaric existence, is the very essence of the worldly experience. In it arises the object 
subject differentiation which decides what we actually experience. 
With this understanding at the background, the Abhidharma study and practice becomes extremely 
interesting and challenging, because it allows us to experience how attention forms the content of 
the worldly experience in accordance how we make the objects in the mind. 
No matter whether we accept or not accept the existence of this basic mind, it still brings clarity into 
the process of synthetizing the content of our experience in the framework pure mental phenomena. 
In this perspective all the Abhidharma systems can be reconciled as presenting a mental model of 
all experiences, both to those leading to more samsaric suffering and to those leading to its 
transcendence. 
So, for example the analysis of materiality and mentality (nama- rupa， 名 色 ), which includes all 

differentiations in Buddhism, can be shown to depend on the way we make objects in the mind 
(manasikara 作意), because the mental process of the differentiations must start in the mind itself. 

Since all the dharmas are taught to abandon the attachment to the self, in the Yogacara system, 
they are understood as concepts (prajnapti 施設). 

The difference between the Buddha and the ordinary man is that the sentient beings are attached 
to the concepts, while the realized ones apply the concepts used by the wise men in the world 
without attachment to liberate the sentient beings (see for example the suttanipata； ya ca loke 

sumuttiyo na ta upeti muni). As the Buddhist teachings are based on the wise penetration of the 
worldly experience (nataparinna 智所緣遍知), which is the first condition for penetrating the middle 



way without distortion, therefore the Yogacarins teach that the pure object in the five aggregates is 
the highest reality 勝義諦 (see chap.2 Sandhinirmocanasutra). 

Thus, in the Yogacara Abhidharma which aims at establishing the middle way between the true 
existence of the dharmas and their emptiness, the dharmas must be studied and experienced 
directly as pure selfless mental phenomena. 
It allows the student and the practitioner of the Buddhist path to reconcile the different systems of 
the Abhidharma on the basis of different ways of making objects in the mind. 
Thus, all the three systems of Abhidharma, the Sarvastivada, Theravada and Yogacara can be 
studied not as one opposing the other, but as systems attempting to make objects (concepts) in 
the mind so as to realize the truth of selfless nature of our experience. 

The Sarvastivada makes sense if we make objects in the mind according to the Sarvastivada 
model, and the same can be said about the Theravada and Yogacara models of reality too. 
This teaching of pure phenomenalism can be of great use to all sciences. 
The study of the Abhidharma systems becomes very awarding when we adopt the Yogacara 
understanding of our experience and we shall try to apply it to the analysis of objects of experience 
(gocara 境 界 ), practice (acara 行 ) and the results of practice (phala 行 果 ), referring to both 

Theravada and Yogacara in particular. 


